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Professor Julia Goodfellow is the
new head of one of Britain’s key
research councils. She talks to
Nigel Williams.
Control of public funding for some
of the fastest moving areas of
biological research is now in the
hands of Julia Goodfellow from
the University of London. As chief
executive of the Biotechnology
and Biological Sciences Research
Council, Goodfellow took charge
last month of an annual research
portfolio worth more than
£250 million, becoming one of the
most influential scientists in the
UK and one of the few women in
top science posts in the country.
Goodfellow was formerly vice-
master and head of the school of
crystallography at Birkbeck
College. She has been on the
BBSRC council since 1997. Her
research interests include the use
of computer simulation
techniques to study the structure
and function of large molecules. 
Goodfellow is looking forward
to pushing ahead support for the
best science but she also hopes
her appointment may help bolster
women seeking scientific careers.
She began her career very
much in a man’s world, embarking
on a physics degree but although
only 10 per cent of the intake were
women she found no problems
because of her sex.
But one of the biggest problems
she did find was that women
faced early in their professional
lives much greater need than men
to convince senior scientists and
employers that they wanted
research careers. “I’m not sure
many men or women really know
what they want to do at this
stage,” she says.
She came back to London with
her husband and was fortunate
that the city was big enough to
offer opportunities for both of
them. She had children and
continued to work but found the
usual problem with finding
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childcare difficult. “We had every
experience of it possible - easier
day-care facilities for young
children would have been very
helpful,” she says.
Goodfellow is supportive of
government and EU efforts to
increase the presence of women
in science. The EU unit has set a
goal to achieve a minimum of 40
per cent of each gender on each
review panel for its massive
Framework research programme.
But with so few women in senior
positions in many European
countries, the plan could work
against women, says Goodfellow.
It would be counter-productive if
women had to attend many more
review committees than men to
make up the numbers at this
stage, she says. 
But her key commitment is to
promoting the best science and
she is worried that the excitement
of current science doesn’t seem
to be getting through. BBSRC
covers a broad spectrum of
biology. I think it is very important
to define the interfaces with other
disciplines such as with physical
sciences. I also think there’s
scope for more effort in
informatics, she says. 
“The area of gene modification
is scientifically very important but
we need to integrate our science
priorities with social concerns.”
She feels it is important that the
public are kept well-informed
about developments and do not
have things imposed upon them.
She cites the case of the tomato
paste made from genetically
modified tomatoes which was
introduced into the supermarkets
in Britain in the mid 1990s. There
was information about its source
and people seemed quite happy
to buy it, she says. In contrast, the
unannounced arrival of genetically
modified soybeans and products
derived from them, she believes,
was a key event in the backlash
against genetically modified crops
currently found in Europe. “Things
were being imposed on people
without their control,” she says. 
Scientists are much more aware
that they need to explain what
they are doing, she says. She is
very keen to build on the
strengths already built up at many
of the BBSRC’s institutes to carry
out outreach work with the public.
She is also impressed by the
links with industry developed by
BBSRC scientists. Indeed, Dolly is
a creation between BBSRC
scientists at the Roslin Institute
near Edinburgh and the private
company, PPL. She’s keen to help
make sure UK science stays
internationally prominent. “We
can’t fund everything and it’s a
highly competitive world,” she
says. “It’s important to support
key areas.” 
She also recognises that it’s
important that bright young
people are attracted to research
and that it is possible to create an
exciting and enjoyable career with
the flexibility to move between
academic and industrial positions.
A new review of Britain’s seven
research councils wishes to see
greater coordination of
approaches and procedures. It
recommends creating a high-level
strategy group comprising
research council chief executives
and their director general, to be
known as Research Councils UK
Strategy Group.
Goodfellow is happy with the
new demands. “I’m really not
worried about small overlaps with
other councils but I’m very
concerned topics do not fall
through the cracks and hope the
new efforts will help to avoid that.”
Concerned: Julia Goodfellow is worried
that the excitement of current science is
not getting through widely enough.
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